Dr. Joseph Perkins, father of Elisha, graduated at Yale College in 1727, and immediately began the practice of medicine in his native town, Norwich, Connecticut. Thacher says: "He possessed brilliant talents, and was distinguished for scientific pursuits, and for undissembled piety, patriotism and benevolence. -He continued to practice extensively till near the close of life, and died in 1794, aged 90 years."
His son, Dr. Elisha Perkins, the subject of the following sketch, was born in Newent Society in the town of Norwich, Connecticut, January 16, 1741. He received his medical training under his father, and served for a time as his assistant. He then removed to Plainfield, Connecticut, where he built up an extensive practice.
Thacher, in his eulogistic sketch of Elisha Perkins, says: "He possessed by nature uncommon endowments, both bodily and mental. In his person he was six feet high and of remarkable symmetry. His ability to perform active professional business was extraordinary; he frequently rode sixty miles a day, and generally on horseback, and this without the aid of artificial stimulants, never making use of ardent spirits."
Evidently he was interested in educational affairs, for he established and contributed generously to an academy at Plainfield which is still in existence. The academy soon attracted pupils from the surrounding towns and, as sufficient boarding accommodations were wanting, he took many into his own home, "so that at times his family numbered fifty." His home also served as a private hospital for the treatment of invalids. Among the names of those treated are the Honorable James Burrill, at one time a member of Congress and grandfather of George William Curtiss, and the Honorable Calvin Goddard, also a member of Congress. Although he is not listed in Toner's Medical Men of the Revolution, in the more complete list in Duncan's Medical Men in the American Revolution his name appears with the rank of Surgeon. The stage seemed set for a successful career; but it was not to be fulfilled. He discovered what eventually were termed Tractors, and instead of finishing his career as a practitioner of high character, he finished as a quack.
It is interesting to follow the train of circumstances which led to his discovery of the tractors. While performing a surgical operation he noted the contraction of a muscle whenever the point of a metallic instrument came in contact with it. This led him to try whether other materials, like wood, would occasion the same contraction of the muscle; the result was in every instance negative. He, therefore, decided that it was the contact with metal that caused the contraction of the musde. About the same time he found that in some cases when a knife was used to separate the gum from a tooth, previous to extraction, the pain was relieved. He also observed that temporary easement of pain was occasioned by applying metallic instruments to inflamed and painful tumors before making an incision. This led him to experiment with instruments made of various metals in order to find which, either singularly or in combination, gave the best result; he finally discovered a combination which would serve his purpose. From this he made two instruments, and the results of their application exceeded his ardent expectations.
He discovered that by drawing over the parts affected in particular directions certain instruments which he formed from metallic substances into certain shapes, he could remove rheumatism, gouty affections, pleurisies, inflammations in the eyes, erysipelas, and tetters; violent spasmodic convulsions, as epileptic fits; the lockjaw; the pain and swelling attending contusions; inflammatory tumours; the violent pains occasioned by a recent sprain; the painful effects of a burn or scald; pain in the head, teeth, ears, breast, side, back and limbs; and indeed most kinds of painful topical affections, which came under his care and observation. The instruments producing these effects are termed Tractors.
The application of the tractors was, after their introduction into Denmark, termed Perkinism by the Danish physicians, and "to perkinize" was the term used to designate the method of treatment. The tractors, as finally made by Perkins, consisted of two pieces of metal about three inches long, and usually described as being made of iron and brass, though their composition is described by their patentee, at a later date, as more complicated. Each tractor was half round on one side, while the other was flat and usually had the name "Perkins Patent Tractors" stamped upon it; they were rounded at one end and drawn out into a sharp point at the other, and resembled a horseshoe nail in appearance. Perkins is reputed to have made the tractors at his home in a small furnace concealed in the wall of his house, and sold them for twenty-five dollars a pair in the United States, and for five guineas a pair in England.
Up to this time Perkins enjoyed a successful practice in Plainfield and also a growing reputation among his fellow practitioners. He was Chairman of the Windham County Medical Association in 1795, and at that time was elected a delegate to the meeting of the Connecticut Medical Society. The report of his discovery which he presented before this society was received "by some with doubt and caution and by others even with contempt." The consensus of opinion, as expressed by the members present, was that the effect of the application of the tractors was nothing more than a revival of animal magnetism, and he was requested to make further reports at the next meeting of the society.
"On February 19, 1796, he took out a patent for the tractors, thus receiving the exclusive right of making, constructing, using and vending to others to be used his pointed metallic instruments for himself, his heirs, administrators and assigns for fourteen years." (Steiner) Having received his patent, Perkins sought to strengthen his position before the public. Accordingly he started out on a proselyting campaign. In Philadelphia he was received with great enthusiasm. The hospitals and infirmaries opened their doors to him, and "The Board of Managers of the Almshouse were so impressed that they purchased the patent right for the Tractors for Philadelphia." (Packard) VOTED, It having been represented to the Society, that one of their members had gleaned up from the miserable remains of animal magnetism, a practice of stroking with metallic Instruments, the pained parts of human bodies, giving out that such strokings will radically cure the most obstinate pain to which our frame is incident, causing false reports to be propagated of the effects of such strokings, especially where they have been performed on some public occasions, and on men of distinction; also that an excursion has been made abroad and a patent obtained from under the authority of the United States, to aid such delusive quackery; that under such auspices as membership of this Society, and the patent above mentioned, the delusion is progressing to the southward, which may occasion disgrace to the Society and mischief abroad; wherefore this Society announce to the public, that they consider all such practices as barefaced imposition, disgraceful to the faculty, and delusive to the ignorant; and they further direct their Secretary to cite any member of this Society, practising as above, before them, at their next meeting, to answer for his conduct, and render reasons why he should not be expelled from the Society, for such disgraceful practices.
At the May meeting, 1797, of the Connecticut Medical Society he was formally expelled from the Society by the following vote:
Whereas, Doctor Elisha Perkins, a member of this Society, having obtained a patent from under the authority of the United States, for the exclusive privilege of using and vending certain pointed metallic Instruments, pretending that they were the invention of his own; and also, that they possess inherent powers of curing many diseases, which is contrary to rules and regulations adopted by this Society, interdicting their members the use of Nostrums. Therefore, VOTED, That the said Elisha Perkins be expelled from the Medical Society of the State of Connecticut.
Waterson quotes the following extract from a letter written by a Dr. Benjamin Parker; date and place not given:
All about Perkinism is perfectly true. I lived in those times. A gentleman in Virginia sold a plantation and took the pay for it in tractors. Nothing was more common than to sell horses and carriages to buy them. But the worst of it was, yellow fever was raging in New York and Perkins thought he could cure the fever with the tractors and fell a victim to the fever himself.
The last statement in Parker's letter is not correct. During the latter part of the eighteenth century yellow fever raged. quite extensively in the seaboard cities of the United States. Perkins entertained the idea that powerful antiseptics had not been given a sufficient trial. He had previously given in cases of dysentery, with good effects, "a preparation of common vinegar, saturated with muriate of soda, diluted with three-fourths its quantity of hot water, and administered warm." He tried out the remedy at New London, Connecticut, and at Boston, Massachusetts, in 1798. In both places the fever was subsiding and no definite results could be obtained. In the summer of 1799, however, the fever raged in New York and he left his own practice and went to New York. "He notified in the public papers his willingness to visit in any part of the city all, indiscriminately, who should apply." He was overwhelmed with business and after four weeks of strenuous work he was stricken with the fever on September 2, and died September 6, 1799, aged fifty-nine years. It must be an extraordinary exertion of virtue and humanity for a medical man, whose livelihood depends either on the sale of drugs, or on receiving a guinea for writing a prescription, which must relate to those drugs, to say to his patient, "You had better purchase a set of Tractors to keep in your family; they will cure you without the expense of my attendance, or the danger of the common medical practice." For very obvious reasons medical men must never be expected to recommend the use of Perkinism. The Tractors must trust for their patronage to the enlightened and philanthropic out of the profession, or to medical men retired from practice, and who know of no other interest than the luxury of relieving the distressed. And I do not despair of seeing the day when but very few of this description as well as private families will be without them. A certain lady had the misfortune to have a spot as big as a silver penny at the corner of her eye, caused by a bruise, or some such injury. Another lady, who was a friend of hers, and a strong believer in. Perkinism, was very anxious to try the effects of tractoration upon this unfortunate blemish. The patient consented; the lady "produced the instruments, and, after drawing them four or five times over the spot, declared that it changed to a paler color, and on repeating the use of them a few minutes longer, that it had almost vanished, and was scarcely visible, and departed in high triumph at her success." The lady who underwent the operation assured the narrator "that she looked in the glass immediately after, and that not the least visible alteration had taken place."
The third part of the book describes the treatment of animals with the tractors. They seem to have been more successful on horses than on cows and sheep. This was due, especially in the case of sheep, to their fleece, which was supplied with an oily fluid that prevented their successful application. After the death of his father, Benjamin Douglas Perkins took out an English patent and, according to the specifications of the patent office, disclosed, as required, the composition of the tractors. This will be given later.
The success of the tractors in London was phenomenal, and led in 1803 to the founding of the Perkinean Institute in Frith Street, Soho; an institution founded by public subscriptions for the treatment of the poor. The Right Honorable Lord Rivers was President, and Governor Franklin, son of Benjamin Franklin, was one of the vice-presidents. The institution is said to have had a better endowment than any hospital in London at that time. The opening of the institution was celebrated by a public dinner at the Crown and Anchor, July 15, 1803, at which a poem was read extolling the virtues of the metallic tractor. The poem is long and I will quote from different portions. Not Newton's self could look all nature through, His, though a wide, was still a partial view.
Experience teaches, from effects alone, "Blest be His Memory, who, in happy hour, Gave to humanity this wond'rous power."
In the meantime the medical profession, strongly against the employment of the tractors, claimed that their so-called "cures" were brought about through the imagination. Dr. John Haygarth of Bath made a number of experiments upon patients suffering with various complaints, using tractors made out of a variety of substances and, as the patient thought he was using genuine tractors, was able to obtain-strange to relate-equally wonderful effects with wooden tractors. According to Pettigrew, "similar experiments with wood, slate pencils, tobacco pipes, etc., were made at the Bristol Infirmary with the same results," demonstrating quite conclusively the influence of imagination on the body. Dr. Alderson employed sham tractors made of wood, and produced such effects upon five patients that they returned solemn thanks in church for their cure.
Haygarth's directions for the repetition of his experiments are as follows: "If any person would repeat the experiment with wooden tractors, it should be done with due solemnity; during the process the wonderful cures said to be performed by the tractors, should be particularly related. Without these indispensable aids, other trials will not prove so successful as those which are here reported."
As an improvement on the directions of Haygarth, a friend suggested that the incantation at the head of this paper should be repeated during the application of the tractors.
Various caricatures were issued showing the wonderful effects of Perkins Tractors. One by Gillroy has received special notice by Packard and by Steiner. In this the operator is treating the much enlarged and red nose of a confirmed tippler. That the patient has no intention of foregoing his favorite beverage is shown by the presence of his bottle of brandy, lemon, sugar, and hot water on an adjoining table. In the caricature here presented a woman and her three nieces are shown. The aunt evidently had a vicious tongue which did not fail to wag in many directions; for, standing well out of range, the operator is applying the tractors to the tongue of the aunt, who, for safety, is firmly tied in her chair. As the result there is discharged from the protruded tongue, in radiating streams, halfhints, malignancy, detractions, scandal, envy, hypocrisy, and insinuations. The three nieces are horrified, and the first exclaims, "Good Heavens! could you suppose Aunt had such an envenomed tongue?" The second replies, "Oh yes, my dear, very common are such in our town. If this good man cures all such Tongues he will deserve a Statue." The third very aptly exclaims, "Yes, and all of our young friends, I am sure, will contribute liberally." Sleeping quietly in a chair is a cat, significant of the term often applied to such characters as the aunt, "Old Cat! " Depicted on a4screen in back of the aunt is a globe on which there is a rude outline of the world, which bears the legend "Observe the end," and as the stream of half-hints strikes it, it bursts into flames. Quietly observing the whole procedure is a parrot perched on the frame of the screen. If such treatment of tongues owned by all "Old Cats" of our day could only succeed, tractors would be in great demand in every town.
In 1802 Perkins published a fifth volume which I do not find mentioned by authors. My copy was given me some years since by Dr At the end of the book the table of contents of two preceding publications known respectively as the one in "Marble Cover," and the one in "Yellow Cover," is given. It is not surprising to find that many of the letters of commendation are from the dergy. Lord Rivers, who presided over the Perkinean Institution at London, apparently used the Tractors on his horses, for he wrote under date of May 25, 1801, to the patentee desiring to purchase an additional set of the Tractors "which he constantly leaves with his groom; they having been of the greatest use in his stables."
While artists did not fail to caricature Perkins and his tractors, poets also took advantage of the situation.
In his English Bards and Scotch Reviewers, Byron has the following lines:
What varied wonders tempt us as they pass! The Cow-pox, Tractors, Galvanism, Gas, In turns appear to make the vulgar stare, Till the swoll'n bubble bursts-and all is air.
In the following couplet from a popular ballad the Tractors are also alluded to: I do not know the complete history of the previous ownership of the book; for the book-plate had been destroyed evidently by moistening it and then rubbing it with the thumb or fingers-a most aggravating procedure. The title page, however, bears the name of Asa Stanley, a person of whom I can find no record. One cannot spend a more enjoyable evening than by a perusal of this interesting book. A few abstracts are taken at random.
In Canto I Caustic's wonderful skill is extolled. Canto IV contains in a foot-note, apropos of a reference to Dr. Lettsom, an amusing dialogue between "a renowned Physician, of the name of Dr. LEATHERHEAD, and a gentleman, who was no physician at all, whom I shall call Mr. ROWLAND." I abstract the following: Mr. R. How has Perkins become possessed of the cases he has published? Dr. L. Oh! that I can tell thee, very easily, friend R. Has thee never heard of Dr. Godbold? Mr. R. Certainly. Dr. L. Well, as he could neither read nor write, he kept two men in constant employ, one to write his cases, and one to swear to them.
The old type of quack began to fade out of the picture toward the close of the eighteenth century and a new type, that of the quackmedicine vender, took his place. Among the latter Godbold's "Vegetable Balsam" occupied a prominent place. It is said Godbold made $50,000 a year from its sale. He is described as "a sociable, hospitable fellow, but illiterate and vulgar in conversation. 
